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Abstract 
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for Christian Ministry in South Africa 
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Joint Promoter:  Professor Susan Rakoczy 
 
Summary  
This research investigates the complex nature of caring in relation to women in ministry, 
in particular when women’s roles as carers are subsumed into a patriarchal agenda in the 
church, with negative effects for women. The thesis explores this as an ethical problem 
that confronts women, but also those who are training women for the ministry. It 
proposes that feminist pedagogy provides important insights, tools and analyses which, 
when incorporated into women’s formation, can help to counter these negative tendencies 
and the way women have internalised them. 
The findings of the research suggest that a critical ethic of care, which 
incorporates biblical principles of compassion and justice, is central to the liberating 
praxis of women in ministry. This has two important consequences: Firstly, it has 
implications for the women and how they assert themselves as moral agents of critical 
caring in their ministry. It suggests that in addition to the traditional caring work that 
women do, women also care when they seek justice by challenging the status quo 
understandings and practices of caring. In addition, women care when they look after 
themselves: when they seek healing, when they scrutinise their roles and responsibilities, 
and in some cases, make decisions not to care. 
Secondly, a critical ethic of care has implications for theological education at the 
epistemological, the pedagogical and the practical levels. The findings from the empirical 
research, based on two case studies of a Women’s Studies course, have helped to identify 
the kinds of changes that are necessary. These include revisioning the theological content 
 iv
that is taught, as well as the teaching methodologies. Changes to the institutional culture 
and the relationships within it are necessary so that the institutions become more 
welcoming and hospitable to women. This thesis suggests that educators have an ethical 
responsibility to prepare women with the necessary knowledge and skills for the difficult, 
and often uncaring, terrain of their local churches. It concludes by challenging women to 
take responsibility for inserting themselves into local communities of practice, as a 
vehicle for their ongoing formation and support once they leave the theological 
institution. 
 
 
 
Key terms 
Women; Christian ministry; church; moral formation; agency; theological ethics; 
ethic of care; feminist pedagogy; theological education; community of practice; 
patriarchy, feminist theology 
 
 
 v
CONTENTS 
 
Acknowledgements        xi 
List of Abbreviations       xii 
Introduction         1 
KEY TERMS           3 
ORGANISATION OF THESIS       4 
 
Chapter 1: Research Framework and Methodology  7 
1.1 SCOPE OF RESEARCH        7 
1.1.1 Research fields       7  
 1.1.2 Positionality        8 
1.1.3 Focus on women       9 
1.2 METHODOLOGY       10 
 1.2.1 Feminist emancipatory research     10 
  1.2.1.1 The importance of agency and subjectivity in transformation 10 
  1.2.1.2 It is praxis-oriented      11 
 1.2.2 Story as an aspect of methodology     11 
1.3 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH        12 
 1.3.1 Purpose        13 
 1.3.2 Principles        14 
 1.3.2.1 Establishing reciprocity      14 
  1.3.2.2 Paying attention to language in research    14 
 1.3.3 Methods        15 
 1.3.4 Process         16 
  1.3.4.1 Research sample      16 
  1.3.4.2 Data collection       16 
 1.3.5 Interpretation of data       19 
1.3.5.1 Coding questionnaires      19 
1.3.5.2 Extracting and interpreting themes from the interviews  20 
  1.3.5.3 Establishing validity      20 
 1.3.6 Evaluation of research process     21 
1.4 CONTRIBUTION OF THIS STUDY      22 
1.5 RESEARCH ETHICS        23 
 
 
 vi
 
Chapter 2:  Theological Ethics and Feminist Theology 25 
INTRODUCTION         25 
2.1 THE SCOPE OF THEOLOGICAL ETHICS     25 
2.1.1 Reflection on morality and moral agency    26 
2.1.1.1 We construct our morality     26 
2.1.1.2 Socialisation and its impact on morality    27 
2.1.1.3 Moral agency       29 
2.1.2 Christian reflection on morality     31 
2.1.2.1 The Christian vision      31 
2.1.2.2 Participation in the vision      32 
2.1.2.3 The vision is ever-expanding     34 
2.1.3 Fitting the pieces together in a moral framework   34 
2.1.3.1 An ethic of being       35 
2.1.3.2 An ethic of doing       41 
2.1.3.3 Moral formation       44 
2.2 THE FIELD OF FEMINIST THEOLOGY      48 
 2.2.1 Commonalities and differences     48 
2.2.1.1 Women’s experience      50 
2.2.1.2 Critique of patriarchy      54 
2.2.2 The reconstructive task      57 
2.2.2.1 Key metaphors       57 
2.2.2.2 Revisioning love and self-sacrifice    58 
2.2.2.3 Symbols for God       60 
2.2.3 Revisioning the theological project     60 
CONCLUSION         63 
 
Chapter 3: A Theological Ethic of Care    65 
INTRODUCTION         65 
3.1 CARE/CARING AS A THEOLOGICAL CONCEPT    65 
3.1.1 Caring as expression of God’s love     66 
 3.1.2 The call to care (norms/obligations)     67 
 3.1.3 Ministry as caring       68 
3.1.3.1 Pastoral care       68 
3.1.3.2 Ministry as servant leadership     69  
3.1.3.3 Understanding power in ministry     71 
3.2 CAROL GILLIGAN AND AN ETHIC OF CARE     76 
 3.2.1 Gilligan’s contribution to an ethic of care    77 
 vii
 3.2.2 Contribution of the debate on an ethic of care   81 
3.2.2.1 The private becomes public     82 
3.2.2.2 Women’s work is valorised     82 
3.2.2.3 Focus on relationality and community    83 
3.2.2.4 Women need to heal      85 
3.2.2.5 Caring relationships beyond the home    86 
3.2.3 Critique of an ethic of care      86 
3.2.3.1 Ascribing goodness and maternity to all women   88 
3.2.3.2 Caring can be unliberating for women    89 
3.2.3.3 Separating care from justice a false dichotomy   90 
3.2.3.4 Caring can be harmful for women     91 
3.3 A REVISED THEOLOGICAL ETHIC OF CARE     95 
 3.3.1 Compassion – care and justice integrated    96 
 3.3.2 Care is voluntary and requires commitment    98 
 3.3.3 Caring is about establishing right relations    98 
 3.3.4 Care presupposes a number of values and virtues   98 
CONCLUSION         99 
  
Chapter 4: Women who Care       101 
INTRODUCTION         101 
4.1 CAMEOS OF WOMEN WHO CARE      101 
4.2 CARING IN THE CONTEXT       104 
4.2.1 Women and poverty       105 
4.2.2.1 Global trends       105 
4.2.2.2 South African trends      106 
4.2.2 Women, sexual abuse and violence     109 
4.2.3 Women, health and HIV and AIDS     112 
4.2.4 The way women care in their contexts    115 
4.2.4.1 Developing women’s self esteem and confidence   116 
4.2.4.2 Local actions against poverty     116 
4.2.4.3 Actions directed at violence against women, HIV and AIDS 117 
4.2.4.4 Discovering difference      117 
4.2.4.5 When women’s work is not caring    117 
4.3 HOW WOMEN SEE THEMSELVES WITHIN THE CHURCH   119 
4.3.1 Official recognition       119 
4.3.2 Attitudes of clergy towards women     122 
4.3.3 Attitudes of the parishioners      123 
4.3.4 Women’s work        124 
4.3.5 Discrimination and theological justification    124 
 viii
4.3.6 Violence and sexual abuse in the church    125 
4.4 AN ANALYSIS OF WOMEN’S STRATEGIES     127 
4.4.1 Different strategies       127 
4.4.1.1 Awareness        127 
4.4.1.2 Expressing anger      128 
4.4.1.3 Counselling and healing      128 
4.4.1.4 Seeking support       129 
4.4.1.5 Speaking out       129 
4.4.2 Analysis        130 
CONCLUSION         134 
 
Chapter 5: Feminist pedagogy as a corrective to   136 
patriarchal models of caring       
INTRODUCTION         136 
5.1 TO WHAT END AND WHAT MEANS?       137 
5.1.1 Different goals of feminist pedagogy     138 
5.1.1.1 Access and support      141 
5.1.1.2 Healing, consciousness and confidence    141 
5.1.1.3 Analysis and challenge      142 
5.1.2 Addressing power and knowledge - the deeper project  142 
5.1.2.1 Overt power       143 
5.1.2.2 Covert forms of power      143 
5.1.2.3 Socialisation       144 
5.1.3 Whose knowledge, what knowledge?    147 
5.1.3.1 Africans’ knowledge      148 
5.1.3.2 Women’s knowledge      148 
5.2 HOW DO WOMEN SPEAK ABOUT WHAT THEY KNOW?   154 
5.2.1 ‘Women’s Ways of Knowing’- the framework   155 
5.2.1.1 Silence        156 
5.2.1.2 Received knowledge      156 
5.2.1.3 Subjective knowledge      157 
5.2.1.4 Procedural knowledge – separate and connected   157 
5.2.1.5 Constructed knowledge      158 
5.2.2 Contribution of ‘Women’s Ways of Knowing’    159 
5.2.2.1 It recognises different modalities of speech    159 
5.2.2.2 It validates subjective knowledge in formal spaces   159 
5.2.2.3 It highlights the importance of listening     160 
5.2.3 Speaking about God in different voices    163 
5.3 PROMOTING WOMEN’S SUBJECTIVITY IN THE CLASSROOM  168 
 ix
5.3.1 The facilitative role of the teacher     168 
5.3.2 Ethical implications of the relationship    169 
5.3.3 Methodologies that support learning     171 
5.4 SUPPORTIVE AND REFLEXIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS  175 
5.4.1 How welcoming and supportive of women?    176 
5.4.2 How reflexive in its practice?      178 
CONCLUSION         179 
 
Chapter 6: Interrupting patriarchy to transform  182 
women’s caring 
INTRODUCTION         182 
6.1 FEMINIST THEOLOGY IN THE CLASSROOM     183 
6.1.1 Background to the Women’s Studies course   183 
6.1.2 College of Transfiguration (COT)     185 
      6.1.3 Theological Education by Extension College (TEEC)  186 
      6.1.4 Evaluating the course       188 
6.1.4.1 Women are inserted as subjects of theological knowledge  189 
6.1.4.2 Women’s growth, healing and confidence to speak are supported 190 
6.1.4.3 Women are educated to analyse their oppression   191 
6.1.4.4 Women’s sense of agency and responsibility is developed  193 
6.1.4.5 Women feel connected to other women    194 
      6.1.5 What gaps remain?       195 
  6.1.5.1 The question of women’s access     195 
  6.1.5.2 Unhealed wounds, fears and loneliness    198 
  6.1.5.3 Sustainability       199 
6.2 THE CHURCH AS A COMMUNITY OF FORMATION AND    200 
       PRACTICE FOR WOMEN 
      6.2.1 Communities of practice      201 
 6.2.1.1 How learning happens      202 
6.2.1.2 The church as an example of a community of practice  204 
6.3 A WOMEN’S MOVEMENT AS A COMMUNITY OF TRANSFORMATIVE 206 
       PRACTICE  
     6.3.1 Background to the Grail      207 
    6.3.2 My experiences within the Grail (1981-1991)   208 
     6.3.3 The Grail as a community of practice    211 
      6.3.3.1 Recruitment       211 
  6.3.3.2 Identity formation      212 
6.3.3.3 Relationship between newcomers and old members  213 
 x
6.3.3.4 Transmission of knowledge     213 
6.3.3.5 Productive activity, support and relationship to church  213 
     6.3.4 The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians  216 
6.4 MAKING CONNECTIONS        217 
CONCLUSION         219 
 
Chapter 7: Empowering women for  a ministry   223 
of critical care  
INTRODUCTION         223 
7.1 WHAT THE RESEARCH HAS INDICATED     225 
7.2 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS RESEARCH     233  
    7. 2.1 Contribution to women as critical carers    233 
  7.2.1.1 Appropriating a transformed ethic of care    234 
  7.2.1.2 Asserting moral agency      235 
  7.2.1.3 Caring for the carer      236 
    7.2.2 Contribution to theological education for critical caring  237 
  7.2.2.1 Challenging traditional theological knowledge   239 
  7.2.2.2 Exploring different and holistic methods of formation  239 
7.2.2.3 Providing opportunities for healing    241 
  7.2.2.4 Creating spaces where women feel at home   242 
  7.2.2.5 Meeting women’s needs for continuous formation and support 243 
7.3 I HAVE A DREAM        244 
7.4 BEYOND DREAMING        245 
 
Conclusion         246 
 
APPENDIX A          248 
APPENDIX B          260 
APPENDIX C          271 
 
REFERENCES         276 
 
 xi
 
 
This work is dedicated to the memory of my parents – Madge and Jack Ryan 
 
 
Acknowledgements  
My love and most sincere thanks are extended to the following people: 
 
My dearest and most caring companion, Alan, for your love, encouragement, and the 
intellectual adventures we share; 
 
My sons – Nicholas, Stephen, Gerard and John who have encouraged me so much as we 
share our mutual learning journeys; 
 
My supervisors – Louise Kretzschmar always considered, supportive and challenging in 
your mentoring, and so blessed with a wonderful sense of humour; and Susan Rakoczy 
for sharing your knowledge and insights into feminist theology, I feel so enriched. I thank 
you both for being the role models of educators who practise a critical ethic of care; 
 
The Unisa librarians who have been super helpful, efficient and pleasant ever since I 
began my studies at Unisa. Your hidden work does not go unappreciated; 
 
Peggy Myeza for assisting me with the transcriptions of the interviews; 
 
The women who so willingly participated in this research – perhaps you will never know 
how your stories have become so closely woven into mine; 
 
My large extended family – sisters and brothers, in-laws, nieces and nephews, dogs and 
cats – to you all I can announce that this baby has finally been born. I am so grateful for 
your interest and acts of kindness. 
 
My friends who have put up with my non-existent social life. I promise it will all change, 
and it’s now time to play; 
 
My colleagues at TEEC, UWC and COT, especially Janet, who have generously shared 
their wisdom and experience with me; 
 
All the students I have taught in the various academic institutions, workplaces and 
community organisations – I have learnt so much from teaching you; it’s my turn to pay 
it forward; 
 
Dear Anne for proofreading this work so carefully, and for being my friend throughout. 
 xii
List of Abbreviations 
 
COT College of the Transfiguration 
CPSA Church of the Province in Southern Africa 
EL Evangelical Lutheran 
KZN KwaZulu-Natal 
MCSA Methodist Church of Southern Africa 
RC Roman Catholic 
TAC Treatment Action Campaign 
TEEC Theological Education by Extension College 
UWC University of the Western Cape 
WOSA Women’s Ordination Southern Africa 
WWK Women’s Ways of Knowing 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
